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Abstract. Visual Social Networking Sites (SNSs) enable users to present
themselves favorably to gain likes and the attention of others. Especially,
Instagram is known for its focus on beauty, fitness, fashion, and dietary topics.
Although a large body of research reports negative weight-related outcomes of
SNS usage (e.g., body dissatisfaction, body image concerns), studies examining
how SNS usage relates to these outcomes are scarce. Based on the visual
normalization theory, we argue that SNS content facilitates normalization of socalled thin- and fit-ideals, thereby leading to biased perceptions of the average
body weight in society. Therefore, this study tests whether Instagram use is
associated with perceiving that the average person weighs less. Responses of 181
survey participants confirm that Instagram use is negatively related to average
weight perception of both women and men. These findings contribute to the
growing body of research on how SNS use relates to negative weight-related
outcomes.
Keywords: Social Networking Sites, Instagram, Weight Perception, Visual
Normalization Theory

1

Introduction

Since the 1950s, the U.S. and other Western countries have seen a steady shift in the
female beauty ideal towards an increasingly lower body weight, commonly referred to
as the thin-ideal [1–3]. Studies suggest that social media contributes to negative weightrelated outcomes such as body dissatisfaction, dietary behavior, or disordered eating
due to perpetuating an unattainable ideal of thinness [4–6]. In recent years, there has
been an increased focus on the impact of visual SNSs, such as Instagram, on users’
perception of their body and physical appearance [7, 8]. As visual SNSs frequently
emphasize physical attractiveness, they provide unprecedented opportunities for social
comparison and peer feedback on appearance [9]. For example, when asked in a survey,
56% of women acknowledged the effect of “social media culture” in driving the
pressure for perfection and negative body image [10]. At the same time, social media
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platforms promote depictions of lean and muscular male body portrayals, giving rise to
men’s body dissatisfaction [11, 12].
Furthermore, visual content shared on SNSs, such as Instagram, promotes ideal body
images (i.e., a person’s perception, thoughts, and feelings about the way they look) with
users seeking to present themselves in a flattering way to their followers [13]. With the
help of numerous filters available on SNS and editing tools, one’s appearance can be
modified [8, 14], and any image deemed unattractive can be removed from one’s profile
[9]. Frequently, posts revolve around beauty, dietary topics, and fitness [15, 16] instead
of highlighting sedentary behavior [17] because being thin and fit is socially desirable
and celebrated on SNSs [11, 15]. Indeed, many users present themselves with content
related to “thinspiration” and “fitspiration” [13, 15], which is designed to inspire others
to achieve an ideal body, usually through exercise and dieting (e.g., 73,5 million posts
have been tagged with the hashtag “#fitspo” on Instagram) [18]. At the same time,
continuous exposure to such content shared on SNS may potentially distort users’
perception of others’ weight levels.
Despite the strong support of a negative impact of SNS use on body image and body
satisfaction, understanding of the psychological mechanisms behind these effects is still
developing. Frequently used to explain the harmful consequences of exposure to
idealized standards, the social comparison theory states that people have an innate
tendency to assess their personal characteristics (e.g., personal traits, abilities,
achievements) by comparing themselves with others [19]. Drawing on the social
comparison theory, the visual normalization theory argues that consuming media can
lead to a biased perception of people’s average body weight through the internalization
of the thin ideal [20]. Following this approach, people do not perceive and evaluate
their own or others’ objective body weight but rather do a comparison with their own,
often biased, perception of the “norm-weight” [20]. Hence, in the context of weight
perceptions, the internalization of the thin ideal may lead to the perception that the
average person in society is smaller than the objective average weight, leading to a
biased comparison group and lower body satisfaction. This is well compatible with the
concept of cognitive biases. Indeed, Tversky and Kahneman [21] argue that individuals
may not incorporate all available information in their belief formation but rely on
heuristics instead. In turn, heuristics or mental shortcuts tend to heavily influence how
we make inferences [22].
Building on the premises of the visual normalization theory, this paper seeks to
understand whether SNS use may influence users’ perception of the “average-weight”
in society since this can help better understand the process behind the thin-ideal
internalization in general, and also the link between SNS use and undesirable selfperceptions. So far, to the best of our knowledge, no study has empirically tested the
proposed link between SNS use and the evaluation of perceived average body weight
of both women and men. We, therefore, ask the following research question: Is time
spent on Instagram negatively associated with users’ perception of others’ average
body weight?
To explore this link, an online survey was conducted (n=181). Although the social
normalization theory argues that exposure to the thin ideal should lead to the idea of
lower average body weight for women but not for men, the theory focuses specifically

on the thin ideal in traditional media [20]. On the contrary, more recent studies looking
at social media and the fit-ideal have found effects for men as well. In line with these
findings, we find that Instagram use is linked to a perception of lower average weight
for both men and women. As consuming Instagram content skews the perception of
average weight levels in the population, the relationship between thin- and fit-ideals
and perception of the average weight is more complex than previously assumed by the
visual normalization theory.
Our results extend the existing research discourse in two important ways: First, our
study sheds light on the psychological mechanisms behind idealized body
internalization by showing a negative association between time spent on SNS (i.e.
Instagram) and user perception of the average body weight of females and males.
Second, most research on the thin ideal has examined women as the focal population,
while the effects on men have been less studied [11, 20]. Furthermore, the implications
of the study for researchers and policymakers are discussed.
The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. After reviewing the relevant
literature, we hypothesize how Instagram use influences the perception of average
weight. Then, we describe our research methods, finally discussing our results and the
limitations and implications of our research.

2

Theoretical Background

2.1

Instagram and Appearance Self-Presentation

The emergence of SNSs has changed individual exposure to social information,
amplifying how much and what users know about others [16, 23]. Tapping into this
trend, Instagram has become the place to be for millions of users: It is currently used
by 71% of American young adults (aged 18–29 years), with 73% of them reporting to
visit the site daily [24]. The platform enables users to post pictures and videos to their
profiles, add captions, use hashtags to describe the photos, and tag other users. In
contrast to Facebook and Twitter, the posts on Instagram are dominated by images
rather than text [14]. As of today, more than 40 billion photos have been uploaded on
Instagram, exposing viewers to a steady stream of content posted by the users they
follow [23].
Importantly, SNS users are striving to present their “best self” to their friends and
followers [6, 25, 26] to gain social acceptance, impress others, and garner likes and
comments [13]. In previous research, this tendency of users to post positive, somewhat
idealized images rather than negative content on SNSs has been referred to as positivity
bias [27–29]. Since appearance (and hence, implicitly slimness and “thin ideal”1) is
associated with such positive outcomes as popularity, professional and societal success
[e.g., 25, 26], it is not surprising that SNS users choose to stress their appearance and
physical attractiveness in their self-presentation [33]. Indeed, content endorsing
1

Although there has arguably been a shift from the very traditional thin ideal to a more fit ideal,
this ideal is still highly focused on slimness [30].

physical activities, healthy eating, and self-care is frequent on Instagram [13, 18, 34],
and tends to enjoy better feedback from others [11, 35]. For example, healthy food posts
tend to receive more support from users than less healthy images [35].
The individual desire to appear in the best light is enabled by Instagram affordances.
Primarily asynchronous communication allows for a high level of control over one’s
profile construction, and “one-to-many” communication motivates users to “put their
best foot forward.” Content editing functionalities such as advanced photo-editing tools
(e.g., face filters, body tune editor apps) help to establish a norm of sharing positively
modified and aesthetically pleasing images and enable digitally enhanced physical
appearances [6, 7, 36]. Indeed, users spend many hours taking multiple photos,
arranging lighting, choosing the best angle, and applying filters or other photo-editing
tools to get the best possible picture of themselves [8]. Moreover, the platform-enabled
possibility of unidirectional following has fueled the emergence of the influencer
phenomenon [37]. Enjoying the attention of large audiences, influencers are known for
presenting an aspirational lifestyle that frequently involves the promotion of beauty,
fashion, nutrition, and fitness, further fueling users’ exposure to thinness ideals [11, 37,
38].
2.2

Negative Outcomes of the Thin Ideal on Instagram

Previous research has extensively studied the adverse effects of following positive selfpresentations of others on SNS [39–41]. In this study, we aim to examine how
Instagram usage might be linked to the thin- and fit-ideal internalization. This is
important since exposure to social media and idealized body types has been linked to
various negative outcomes, such as negative evaluation of one’s physical appearance,
body image, body satisfaction, as well as self-objectification and disordered eating
outcomes [5–7, 42–44]. Studies examining these negative outcomes of following
positive self-presentations of others on SNS have focused on which specific types of
activities can help predict individual’s distorted weight perceptions.
In previous studies, it has been suggested that SNSs which are very visual and
promote appearance comparisons are especially relevant for understanding weightrelated outcomes [7]. Indeed, in a summary of previous studies investigating the effect
of SNS use on body dissatisfaction and disordered eating, Holland and Tiggemann [7]
found a particularly strong effect for photo-based activities (e.g., posting and viewing
other users’ photos). Therefore, they called for future research to further investigate
visual and image-based SNSs, such as Instagram.
Following this lead, recent research has increasingly focused on Instagram. For
example, Hendrickse et al. [36] found that, in the case of Instagram, photo-based
activities had a strong effect on the drive for thinness and body dissatisfaction through
increased appearance comparison. The mediating role of social comparison tendencies
has been further supported in other studies that explored the relationship between SNS
use and body image disturbances and body dissatisfaction [6, 13, 36, 45].
Further, Brown and Tiggemann [43] found that celebrity and peer images increase
negative mood and body dissatisfaction to a greater extent than travel images on

Instagram. This is generally consistent with studies on “fitspiration” [46, 47], which
found that exposure to fitspiration images causes greater negative mood, higher body
dissatisfaction as well as increased drive for thinness, muscularity, compulsive exercise
and risk of eating disorder diagnosis, in comparison to travel images [13, 46], although
one study has found no effects [47].
Also, the widespread use of built-in filters and editing tools has been in the focus of
research endeavors. For example, using an experimental design, Kleemans et al. [45]
have found a causal relationship between exposure to manipulated images on Instagram
and a more negative body image. Highly relevant to the current study, the authors found
that participants had difficulties recognizing body-reshaping manipulations, meaning
that viewers could perceive highly distorted body shapes as representative of reality.
Finally, previous research on the negative outcomes of exposure to societal ideals
(e.g., thin- and fit-ideals) has focused primarily on women [6, 48], although recent
studies focusing on social media suggest that men are increasingly influenced as well
[6, 49]. Studies focusing specifically on men have found fitspiration images to cause
lower body dissatisfaction, urge to reduce body fat, and more motivation for appearance
(rather than health-)related exercise [12, 48], stressing a growing concern regarding
how body-related social media content influences men. Taken together, these findings
suggest that users frequently encounter idealized images on Instagram and that
appearance comparisons made on Instagram can be detrimental to their mental health,
as they promote unattainable beauty standards [13] and can serve as triggers for users’
appearance concerns [7, 9].
2.3

Visual Normalization Theory

When looking at the link between exposure to the thin ideal and negative weight-related
outcomes, an extensive amount of research has focused on the concept of social
comparison [19, 50]. Studies suggest that people have difficulties assessing the actual
weight scale of themselves and others [50, 51]. Reasons for discrepancies in actual and
perceived weight scales have been most extensively studied in the context of
overweight and obesity [20, 50, 52]. Studies have found that the weight of an
individual’s surroundings influences the perception of their own weight [20, 51, 53]. In
fact, Christen and Jäger [50] have shown that perceived personal weight could be
predicted by the bodyweight of an interviewer, supporting the notion of social
comparisons regarding weight perceptions. Several researchers further postulate that
visual exposure to overweight, whether in media or reality, normalizes overweight and
makes it more difficult for individuals to recognize overweight in themselves or others
[20, 54]. Furthermore, empirical findings suggest that people who are more frequently
exposed to heavier body weights are likely to underestimate their weight status because
their internal representation of what constitutes a normal-sized body is likely to be
larger [20, 53]. Accordingly, research suggests that perceptions of average body weight
are of particular importance [20, 55].
Based upon this observation, Robinson [20] proposes the visual normalization
theory, which states that one’s weight perceptions are shaped by norm-based
information, i.e., comparison to the perceived norm in the social environment. Although

the theory is developed in the context of normalization of overweight and obesity,
Robinson [20] stresses that normalization works both ways. More specifically, he
argues that women in Western cultures might be especially exposed to thinness via
media, causing them to assume underweight as more common. Taken together, in the
context of thinness, the visual normalization theory suggests that exposure to content
promoting a thin ideal might lead to lower weight being perceived as normal and that
this normalization should be stronger the more frequent an individual is exposed to this
content. Importantly, the social normalization theory focuses on the thin-ideal in
traditional media. As previously mentioned, social media has been found to promote
more diverse thin- and fit- ideals, which, in turn, influence men as well as women [11].
As SNSs are inseparably intertwined in peoples’ everyday lives, they impact the
content, and people users are exposed to. Therefore, in the context of Instagram, it is
likely that users are exposed to content showing both idealized male and female bodies,
thereby leading to the perception that both men and women are slimmer on average.
Thus, based on the visual normalization literature and considering that ideal body
images are common on SNSs, one possible consequence of increased exposure to SNSs
is that it may alter users’ perception of weight.

3

Hypotheses

Perception can be defined as: “The acquisition and processing of sensory information
in order to see, hear, taste or feel objects in the world; also guides an organism’s actions
with respect to those objects” [56, p.621]. When the brain is exposed to (internal or
external) sensory input, this information is not simply received passively. Instead, the
brain makes inferences and creates internal representations of the perceived stimulus
based on both bottom-up processes (influenced by the stimulus itself) as well as topdown processes (influenced by pre-existing expectations and knowledge) [56].
Following Tversky and Kahneman, individuals may not be able to incorporate all
available information in their belief formation but rely on heuristics instead [21].
Consequently, heuristics tend to influence how we make inferences about our perceived
reality, thereby leading to systematic errors, also defined as cognitive biases [57].
With a growing number of SNS users and the increasing time spent on them [58],
people’s social contacts are no longer confined to the group of persons they regularly
encounter face-to-face [27]. Instead, people interact with a wide range of more distant
contacts and even people they might have never met before in the offline world. Since
thinness is considered socially desirable in Western culture, users are likely to seek this
information on SNS and pay attention to the self-presentations of users [1, 59]. In fact,
the focus on the appearances of others has been suggested to be very pervasive and
automatically triggered as soon as ideal targets are available [31].
In this study, we argue that time spent on Instagram increases the availability [21]
of Instagram content in the user’s mind so that estimations of weight levels will be
biased in the direction of the body ideals shown on SNS. We suggest that availability
and visibility heuristics, which have been shown to influence judgment in other
contexts [17, 60, 61], also apply to information users gather on SNSs and their

perceptions of other people’s average weight. Therefore, a further consequence of
exposure to SNS might be that slim, fit, and yet idealized images viewed on Instagram
might be perceived as reflecting reality, leading to a distorted perception of other
people’s actual body weight. Thus, spending time on SNS might not only influence
one’s self-perception of body image and physical appearance as found in previous
research [7, 46] but may also be associated with extrapolation from the images one
frequently encounters on Instagram to the perception of the weight of an average female
or male person. Taken together, as SNSs have been found to potentially skew people’s
perceptions of reality along with its general tendency to foster and advocate specific
body ideals [63, 64], it raises the relevant question, whether SNS usage might cause
biased body weight perceptions of people in society at large. Based on the visual
normalization theory, we argue that content relating to physical appearance shared on
Instagram is highly visible and easily available in the user’s mind. Therefore, this study
tests the hypothesis that the use of Instagram distorts the perception of the average
female and male body weight downwards.
Hypothesis 1a: More time spent on Instagram is associated with lower levels of
perceived weight of females.
Hypothesis 1b: More time spent on Instagram is associated with lower levels of
perceived weight of males.

4

Method

4.1

Procedure and Sample

To test our proposed hypotheses, we conducted an online survey among users of
Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) with a Human Intelligence Task (HIT) approval
rate greater than or equal to 97%, and a maximum of HITs approved greater than or
equal to 500 to restrict responses from heavy users [64]. Participants needed to have an
Instagram account and were sampled from the U.S., as weight is perceived differently
in countries. Thus, the sample is from the Western world, where the nature of a thinideal is pervasive [59].
Immediately after accessing the online questionnaire, participants received
comprehensive information about the anonymity and protection of their data. As
compensation, participants received $1.10. As our study was designed to examine the
impact of Instagram use on weight perception, participants who did not have an
Instagram account (n=36) or who report using Instagram very infrequently (i.e.,
spending 0 minutes on average on Instagram) (n=2) were removed from the 246
participants who took part in our survey. In addition, we dropped participants due to a
failed bot check (n=2) and unrealistic data entry (n=2) and those who reported having
used a search engine to provide an answer in the survey (n=16).
A linear regression model was conducted to determine if the perception of average
weight (dependent variable) could be predicted from Instagram use. Facebook use,

personal weight, age, gender, and education status were included as control variables.
The resulting regression models are as follows:
Perception of Weight = β0 + β1(Instagram Time)i + B(Control Variables)i + εi
4.2

Measures and Preliminary Data Analysis

Our dependent variable of interest, the Perception of Weight, was measured as the
weight of an average female (Question: “What do you think is the average weight of an
adult woman?) and the weight of an average male (Question: “What do you think is the
average weight of an adult man?”) in the United States in pounds. Instagram Time, the
main independent variable, was measured as minutes per day spent on Instagram. The
following question was used to assess time on Instagram: “On average, how much time
do you spend on Instagram per day?”.
As control variables, we included participants’ time spent on Facebook, also
measured in minutes per day, to account for the influence of an SNS, which is more
focused on news and less visual compared to Instagram, which is heavily focused on
fitness, make-up, fashion, and dietary topics [15, 16, 43, 65], making these topics
readily available and easy to imbibe. In addition, we included participants’ self-reported
weight in pounds and the demographic variables age, gender, and education level in our
analysis because prior work has shown that demographics might influence weight
perception [66]. Demographic variables and personal weight included the answer
option “prefer not to answer.” Categorical variables were dummy-coded as follows: For
Gender, we created two dummy variables. Gender female was coded with 1 equating
to female participants and 0 to male/other participants, as two participants selected
“other.” Gender other was coded with 1 equating to other and 0 to female/male.
Education denotes a dummy variable, with 1 being low education (high school diploma
only) and 0 including participants with higher education.
The data was screened for violation of assumptions and for influential cases prior to
analysis [67]. Multivariate outliers were screened by computing Mahalanobis distance
for each case on the six independent variables, which detected seven outliers (p <
0.001). These were removed from the data. A review of scatter plots suggests normality,
linearity, and independence are reasonable assumptions. In addition, the results for the
test of normality, the Shapiro-Wilk test [68], indicate that our sample distribution for
the residual is not statistically significantly different from a normal distribution as the
p-value is greater than α (p = .489) for male weight and (p = .467) for female weight.
In terms of collinearity, all variance inflation factors are below 2, indicating no
multicollinearity [67].

5

Results

Our final dataset consisted of 181 respondents. Participants have a mean age of 37.43
years (SDAge= 11.94), with 47% being female, 44.1% having a Bachelor’s degree, and

74.6% reporting to be employed. The following Table 1 presents descriptive statistics
of the continuous variables in our study.
Table 1. Descriptive statistics

Variables
Perception of Average Weight Female
Perception of Average Weight Male
Instagram Time
Facebook Time
Personal Weight Female
Personal Weight Male
Personal Weight Other

N
181
181
181
181
77
92
2

Mean (S.D.)
147.19 (21.08)
185.46 (25.17)
34.14 (34.69)
39.59 (44.51)
156.35 (32.51)
184.27 (40.94)
187.50 (3.54)

Min
76
85
1
0
92
75
185

Max
202
300
180
320
275
299
190

In an initial step, we compared the actual self-reported average weight levels of females
and males in the U.S. with the perceived average weight levels reported in this study.
We observed that participants in general underestimated average weight. Specifically,
according to a Gallup survey conducted in 2020, women in the U.S. report being on
average 162 pounds whereas men are on average 200 pounds [69]. In our survey, the
average female weight was assessed being 147 pounds and the average male weight to
be 185 pounds.
In order to test our hypothesis, linear regression analyses for the two dependent
variables (perception of female weight and perception of male weight) were conducted.
Table 2. Regression results

Dependent Variable

Instagram Time
Facebook Time
Personal Weight
Age
Gender (Female)
Gender (Other)
Low education
Constant
n
R-squared
Adjusted R-squared
F

Perception of Average
Female Weight
Model 1
-0.159*
0.103
0.221**
-0.036
0.408***
-0.001
-0.115
124.814
168
0.181
0.145
5.079***

Perception of Average
Male Weight
Model 2
-0.168*
0.067
0.288***
0.003
0.304***
-0.026
0.054
149.413
168
0.155
0.118
4.204***

†p ≤ 0.10, * p ≤ 0.05, ** p ≤ 0.01, *** p ≤ 0.001. Decreases in n due to missing values in the
demographic and personal weight answers.

In H1a, we hypothesize that the time spent on Instagram decreases the perception of
females’ weight. Results of the regression model with all control variables (see Table

2, Model 1) show that time spent on Instagram indeed tends to trigger the user’s
perception that the average adult female in the U.S. weighs less (H1a supported). The
coefficient of Instagram Time (b= -0.159) is negative and statistically significant at the
five-percent level (p<0.05). SNS users’ weight is positively associated with their
perception of females’ weight, and we find that female users tend to perceive the
average weight of women to be significantly higher than male users. Time spend on
Facebook, age, and education level do not affect the perception of the average weight
of females.
In H1b, we hypothesize that the time spent on Instagram decreases the perception of
males’ weight. The regression results (see Table 2, Model 2) show that time spent on
Instagram indeed tends to trigger the perception that the average adult male in the U.S.
weighs less (H1b supported). The coefficient of Instagram Time (b = -0.168) is negative
and statistically significant at the five-percent level (p<0.05). As in Model 1, SNS users’
weight is positively associated with their perception of males’ weight, and we find that
female users tend to perceive the average weight of males to be significantly higher
than male users. Time spent on Facebook, age, and education level do not affect the
perception of the average weight of males. Figure 1 illustrates the results.

Figure 1: Visualization of the results

6

Discussion

Although previous studies have pointed to SNSs promoting “fit- and thinspiration”
content [46] as well as attractive celebrity and peer images [43], little research has
examined the consequences for perceptions of average weight. In this study, we suggest
that the more time users spend on Instagram, the more they are exposed to attractive
presentations of other users, leading them believe that the average weight of both

females and males in society is lower. To the best of our knowledge, ours is the first
study to examine this research question.
In line with the visual normalization theory, our empirical analysis based on
Instagram users indicates that time spent on Instagram makes users perceive lower
average weight levels. Based on visual normalization processes, our interpretation of
this effect is that when individuals make judgments about the average weight of others,
their evaluations will be influenced by the social information they frequently encounter
on SNS. As users on visual SNSs, such as Instagram in this study, seek to present
themselves positively and aspirational fitness and thinness inspiration content is
frequent [46], these judgments are skewed in the direction of weight underestimation
for both women and men.
We know from previous research that body sizes have increased dramatically in
recent years. In turn, visual exposure to the range of body weight of the people we see
around us perceived as being normal shifted upwards because higher weight levels
become “normalized” [50, 52]. Thus, people may use the perception of others’ weight
to build an anchoring effect [70], whereby people use this weight to assess what
constitutes over- or underweight. Hence, these studies suggest that the body weight of
the people we see around us may promote weight misperceptions [52, 53]. Our findings
showing that Instagram use is associated with perceiving lower weight of average
females and males in society lay the groundwork to further understand the influence of
social contexts and social comparisons on subjective thresholds of what constitutes
“normal” weight and how people adjust perceptions of their weight and health status.
Therefore, our results emphasize the need to perform further research into this area as
perceptions of what constitutes average weight levels might contribute to health
behaviors on an individual level or even affect the formation of dysfunctional beauty
and body images [5, 7, 13, 43].
Against this background, recent changes to SNS platforms show that SNS providers
make corrections on their platforms. For example, SNS providers such as Instagram
started restricting content on diets, weight loss products, and cosmetic surgery [71].
Also, health initiatives support movements such as “body positivity” on SNS to
promote positive feelings about the body and self-acceptance [72]. Such movements
challenge idealized body images and aim to create a more realistic reflection of reality
on SNS [6, 47]. However, based on experimental research findings, it has been
indicated that self-disclaimers about the inauthenticity of the appearance (e.g., the
image has been digitally altered) do not reduce perceived realism of, or comparisons
with, idealized social media images [73].
The study makes three important theoretical contributions. First, we find that
frequent exposure to Instagram content can distort the perception of average weight in
society. This is important since it might help explain the link between thin-ideal
internalization and lower body satisfaction. While most research on weight
misperception has examined the effect of weight misperception in the offline context
[52, 53], the present study supports the premise that the length of exposure to Instagram
alters perceptions of average weight. This result confirms previous research suggesting
that social contexts may lead to weight misperceptions and spurs a heightened focus on
the impact of time spent on SNS as a possible predictor of weight perception formation

on the population level. Thereby, this study contributes to the literature on the dark side
of SNS use, an increasingly urgent IS research stream. Second, this study shows that
Instagram use can distort perceptions of appearance-related physical characteristics
(i.e., body weight). Therefore, this study extends the emerging literature on SNSinduced biased perceptions of particular societal aspects [27, 74] and furthers the
understanding of possible distorted perceptions of social reality fueled by exposure to
Instagram content [74]. Third, we have focused on Instagram use as it is a highly
relevant SNS in the context of weight-related outcomes [36, 73] and accounted for the
time spent on Facebook. Thereby, we have considered the different affordances and
social norms on SNS [65] and contribute to research studying individual SNS platform
effects [44, 75].

7

Limitations and Research Outlook

The present findings need to be interpreted in the context of a number of limitations.
First, this study only looks at the overall relationship between Instagram use and
perceived weight without specifically further investigating the content people view or
the senders of such content. By examining time spent on Instagram, this study considers
all activities at once and their potential joint influence. This approach is similar to the
conceptualization of time spent TV viewing from cultivation theory [76]. As on
Instagram, users can follow different subpopulations (e.g., influencer, acquaintances,
family), future research could look more closely into whom users follow to account for
specific uses and network compositions, on their influence on weight perception.
Second, we used the traditional male-female binary variable to measure weight
perception in line with previous work due to the high proportion of U.S. citizens
identifying as either male or female [55]. Third, a further limitation is that the study’s
sample was recruited on Mturk. Although previous findings suggest that MTurk
workers are more representative of the general population than samples of university
students and that findings from MTurk samples are comparable to conventional
population pools [77], these workers most likely differ in their SNS use as their work
evolves around the internet. Therefore, our findings should be viewed cautiously with
regard to generalization, and future research should examine the relationships presented
in this study with a representative sample. Fourth, the survey only captured participants’
self-reported time spent on SNS, which might differ from true levels of use. Therefore,
future research should aim to capture users’ SNS time with objective measures [78]. In
addition, the cross-sectional study design limits our ability to draw causal conclusions.
This should be addressed by experimental or longitudinal studies in the future.
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